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BOOK REVIEWS

James R. Banker, Death in the Community: Memorialization and Confraternities in
an Italian Commune in the Late Middle Ages, University of Georgia Press, 1988.

In recent years a number of historians including Charles de la Ronciere, Brian
Pullan, and Ronald Weissman have turned their attention to the con-fraternities
oflate medieval and early modern Italy. The emphasis of their studies has been on
the role these sodalities played in promoting community in time of social crisis,
mediating between rich and poor, and overcoming the agonistic character of social
relations. In his important study of confraternities in San Sepolcro, a town of
approximately five thousand souls in the upper Tiber valley, James Banker shifts
the focus to the role confraternities played as memorializers of the dead through
prayers, masses, and acts of charity. Banker argues that confraternities expressed
"the lay people's desire to gain eternal life and recognition for their quotidian
social acts" (176), to in some way sacralize their lives.
After introductory discussions of the place of death-practices in late medieval
Europe and the sacred topography of the town, Banker focuses on the fraternity of
San Bartolomeo, founded in the first half of the thirteenth century. During the
course of this century, the fraternity grew to extraordinary dimensions so that it
encompassed almost all social groups, including both women and men.
Through its acts of charity, the fraternity provided assurance that virtually all
inhabitants of the town would receive at least some memorialization. But
during the fourteenth century, the fraternity declined dramatically in size as it
became, in essence, an organ of the commune, administering large bequests
and exacting a death tax in the form of candle remains on all members of the
community.
As the fraternity of San Bartolomeo changed, those who sought more intense
forms of spiritual participation looked elsewhere - to one of either the laudesi or
disciplinate confraternities. In his discussion of the laudese confraternity of Santa
Maria della Notte, Banker finds that it drew much of its membership from agricultural laborers and that it was the recipient of large bequests of land. By the
fifteenth century, the fraternity had likewise evolved into an administrative agency
that managed the estates of the deceased. The officers of the fraternity exercised
"administrative piety" (142). In the later fourteenth century only the seven flagellant
confraternities remained as expressions of intense lay devotion, in which the primal;'.' obligation of members (restricted to men) was to accompany their brothers
to burial.
Space does not permit an adequate evaluation of this rich study. Banker is
most successful when he discusses the administrative activities of the confraternities, and his notion of administrative piety is especially insightful. It helps explain
the extraordinary amounts of time and energy that men of elite and middling
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status in San Sepolcro and elsewhere in Italy spent managing the assets of
confraternal, guild, and even public funds. The book is somewhat less convincing
in placing the activities of the confraternities in the context oflate medieval deathpractices. A discussion of tombs, inscriptions, and artistic commissions would
better help set the confraternities within the culture of death in San Sepolcro. The
book includes appendices with the statutes of the three major confraternities
discussed.
Dennis Romano
Syracuse University
Joanne S. Norman, Metamorphoses ofan Allegory: The Iconography of the Psychomachia in Medieval Art, Peter Lang, 1988.
This study surveys the iconography of the battle between personified virtues
and vices from tenth-century manuscript illustrations of Prudentius's Psychomachia
to late fifteenth-century tapestries with similar non-Prudentian motifs. The first
chapters explore connections and contrasts between the fifth-century literary text
and visual forms, including monumental sculpture, fresco, stained glass, and
manuscript illuminations. The survey draws on a number of minor art form~, and
probably the most interesting commentary addresses details in the twelfth-century
ivory book cover of the Melisenda Psalter (chap. 6) . Joanne Norman also discusses
informatively the stone font (ca. 1160) at St. Leonard's, Stanton Fitzwarren ,
Wiltshire; a late twelfth-century enamel and gilt crozier in Florence; and the late
fifteenth-century Regensburg Tapestry in the course of her far-ranging discussion of
visual forms . Although attempts are made to explain the progress, variations, and
ultimate decline of the psychomachia motif, the strength of the book is in its close
consideration of particular items. One problem may be the number and diversity
of media, objects, and periods covered; in less than 250 pages the book touches art
works spanning nearly 600 years. Ample use is made of classic sources, especially
the works of Emile Male and Adolf Katzenellenbogen, but there is scarcely space
for the development of a new comprehensive theory in this format.
Besides a detailed discussion of the Melisenda Psalter (chap. 6), "King David
as a Psychomachia figure" offers a praiseworthy original identification of David as
the subject of an early twelfth-century fresco at St. Nicholas, T avant (lndre-etLoire) , France (164-68), but this central chapter offers only tentative and very
general theoretical conclusions about the intertextual relationships among the
biblical David, Prudentius' s poem, and later iconographic representations. Norman's
conclusions are just and provocative, but too often anything more than a brief
mention of important contexts - influence of the Crusades, effects of the
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